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Introduction 
Early childhood education for sustainability is an emerging field within education – a synthesis of 
early childhood education and education for sustainability. As a distinct field of educational inquiry 
and practice, it is less than 20 years old in Australia. My personal story is one that emerged from a 
background in primary school teaching where I worked in an Indigenous community teaching 
Aboriginal children. These experiences made me question the marginalization of Indigenous 
peoples in Australian society, the colonizing impacts of education, gave me deeper understandings 
of human-environment interactions, and the effects of poverty and powerlessness on options for 
Indigenous people both in Australia and elsewhere where peoples and their lands have been 
exploited. These teaching experiences took me back to university to undertake a degree in 
environmental studies to help me to better understand the nexus between society, environment 
and economy. Hence my background in education for sustainability comes as much from the social 
sciences as from the biological/ecological sciences. 
 
Later, while working in the School of Early Childhood at QUT, I was in a position to bring together 
my interests in education and in environment through undertaking a Masters of Environmental 
Education, with a research project that implemented change in my children’s primary school 
combining Health Promoting Schools and environmental education,. This was followed by a 
doctorate also focused on whole settings change for environmental education. Using action 
research, a central tenet of these projects was democratic, collaborative decision-making and 
action-taking, as much for the children as for the adults. 
 
Throughout these periods of study, I was teaching early education curriculum to our preservice 
teachers and sought to embed principles of sustainability and education for sustainability into this 
work through my specialist areas of early childhood social studies and science education. In 2010, 
Central to this work is the idea of children as active citizens for sustainability. Hence, my thinking 
about early childhood education for sustainability is premised on the view that the primary purpose 
of early childhood education for sustainability is to create active citizens for sustainability. 
Education for sustainability is less about environmental management and more about young 
children contributions to sustainability. This orientation shapes all further discussions and is the 
foundation on which I build the rest of this paper.  
 
Environmental education/ Education for sustainability? 
 
It is impossible to discuss education for sustainability without first outlining the evolution of 
environmental education and education for sustainability. The term ‘environmental education’ 
emerged in the 1960s and was defined by the Tbilisi Declaration in 1977 as a comprehensive 
lifelong education that should be responsive to changes in a rapidly changing world. ‘It should 
prepare the individual for life through an understanding of the major problems of the contemporary 
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world, and the provision of skills and attributes needed to play a productive role towards improving 
life and protecting the environment with due regard to ethical values’ (UNESCO, 1978, p.1). In 
practice, environmental education has tended to focus on ‘green’ issues such as nature 
conservation and the promotion of human connections with the natural environment. However, re-
examination of the Declaration suggests that its original intention does, in fact, align with the 
intentions of the newly emerging ‘education for sustainability’ – seen as replacing ‘environmental 
education’. In effect, the recent change in terminology from environmental education to education 
for sustainability (EfS) seeks to redress the perceived ‘greenness’ of environmental education and 
to focus more explicitly on the pedagogies of humans as agents of change.  
 
In Australia, initiatives that provide pedagogical support for the implementation of EfS are the 
international UNESCO Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014), the 
National Environmental Education Statement for Schools in Australia (2005) and Living 
Sustainably: the Australian Government's National Action Plan for Education for Sustainability 
(2009). These documents provide curriculum principles and strategies that imply a pedagogical 
advantage in early childhood education with respect to the implementation of EfS (Davis & Elliott, 
2009). The National Environmental Education Statement for Schools (2005), for example, suggests 
experiential learning, values clarification, creative thinking, problem solving, storytelling and inquiry 
learning as important in EfS, while the UNESCO document cites the following key education 
principles as pivotal: interdisciplinary and holistic, values-driven, critical thinking and problem 
solving, multi method, participatory decision making, applicability, and locally relevant. Both sets of 
principles clearly align with early childhood pedagogy and suggest that what is required is a deeper 
understanding of the links between the pedagogies of education for sustainability and early 
childhood pedagogies. 
  
Drawing on these similarities, a description of early childhood education for sustainability is 
proposed. Early childhood education for sustainability, then, is an approach to early education 
underpinned by both humanistic and ecological values. It empowers children and adults to change 
their ways of thinking, being and acting in order to minimise environmental impacts and to enhance 
environmentally and socially sustainable practices within early childhood settings and into homes 
and the wider community.  
 
Background/ history to ECEfS 
International reviews of ECEfS show that the early childhood education field has been slow to 
engage with thinking and practice around sustainability, despite uptake by other educational 
sectors. In the only national review of early childhood environmental education in Australia  (the 
2003 report ‘Patches of Green’), green patches were described as ‘exemplary individuals, 
organisations and centres that share a passion and commitment to the importance of early 
childhood environmental education’ (NSW EPA, 2003, p. 1). These green patches were found to 
be localised, disconnected, with limited support, resources or research, and rarely acknowledged 
within either the environmental education or the early childhood fields.  
 
To understand why this was so, it is important to understand the Australian political landscape. 
Australia is a federation, a collection of seven states and territories. Each state has its own 
government responsible for matters such as health, education, and welfare. We also have a 
national government that provides most of the funding to the states, and also delivers health, 
education and welfare services. Until recently, the states were quite independent in their programs 
and delivery approaches. Hence, there were different curricula, indeed, in some cases, no curricula 
for before-school early childhood education, for example. Additionally, within each state, there is a 
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wide range of providers of early childhood education services, from state-run preschools to private 
for-profit centres, some church-run services and others managed by community associations such 
as C&K that has its roots in philanthropy and social welfare, reaching back 100 years.  In other 
words, the landscape for early childhood education has been diverse and fragmented, which has 
make the work of generating interest in new areas such as education for sustainability a difficult 
one. It was only in 2009 that Australia got its first national curriculum for early childhood education 
– the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF). During its development, there were submissions 
from early childhood education for sustainability advocates that had some impact on the 
construction of tis curriculum framework. The more recent release of the National Quality 
Framework (2011) has seen much greater emphasis on sustainability and education for 
sustainability. This is largely through the work of the members and key players in early childhood 
education for sustainability over 20 years. 
Hence, it has been mostly through state-based activities that the lobbying, advocacy and 
professional development in early childhood education for sustainability has occurred. This has 
been through collaborative networks of teachers, teacher educators, centre directors, 
environmental educators, parents and others with an interest in early childhood education and 
environmental/sustainability matters. The first of these was established in 1992 in Victoria. The 
second was in Queensland in 1995, started by myself and a colleague, and the third was 
established less than a decade ago in New South Wales. Each of these organisations has worked 
to build interest in early childhood education for sustainability, with key activities being the sharing 
of resources, practices and teachers’ stories of change, and lobbying to raise the profile of early 
childhood education for sustainability.  Fortunately, our major national early childhood professional 
association, Early Childhood Australia, has also been a strong supporter during this mobilization 
period. There is now also a loose association between each of these networks, which are currently 
looking to form a national alliance to better advocate, with strength, at a national level. In addition 
to these three networks, the Australian Association for Environmental Education also has a Special 
Interest Group on ECEfS that keeps people in touch with events and opportunities at a national 
level within the AAEE organisation. It is interesting to note that the first conference presentation in 
Australia on ECEfS was only in 1999, when myself and three colleagues contributed a symposium 
at the annual Australian Association for Environmental Education conference, entitled Early 
Childhood Environmental Education: Mainstream not Marginal. A point of note is that I have found 
it important to be active with BOTH the environmental education field and the early childhood 
education field. 
The ECEfS work of educators in Australia has also been supported by growing international 
activity. New Zealand, for example, has a strong early childhood education for sustainability 
presence, paralleling that of Australia. Their national curriculum, Te Whariki is supportive of 
education for sustainability principles strengthened by its focus on respect for the Maori, the first 
peoples of New Zealand. Australia also has international connections with Sweden where 
Professor Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson, as UNECSO Chair in early childhood education and 
sustainable development and World President of World Organization for Early Childhood 
Education (OMEP) has shown leadership of the early childhood education for sustainability 
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agenda. Australia is recognised as a key international player, too, through participation and 
leadership in international conferences, workshops, research and publications. 
 
Current policy drivers for ECEfS in Queensland and Australia  
After its slow and piecemeal start, there are now a number of key policy drivers supportive of early 
childhood education for sustainability in Queensland and nationally. One is that ‘sustainability’ has 
been identified as a cross-disciplinary strand in the new national school curriculum. This is helping 
to raise awareness of the need for sustainability to also be addressed in before-school curriculum 
and pedagogy. 
The new national framework for early childhood education curriculum, the Early Years Learning 
Framework, is a key document that is helping to embed early childhood education for 
sustainability, even though the document is not particularly strong in this regard. For example 
‘sustainability’ is mentioned only as an aspect of learning that should be embedded into daily 
routines and practices (p.29). What sustainability means is not explained, nor are there guidelines 
for how a teacher might embed sustainability into these routines and practices. Nevertheless, 
‘environmental responsiveness’ is mentioned as an outcome of learning, and recognition of the 
interdependence between humans, flora, fauna and the land is clearly expressed. Fostering 
appreciation and respect for the natural environment, as a precursor to taking responsibility, is also 
recognised as the following quote reveals: 
An integrated, holistic approach to teaching and learning also focuses on connections 
to the natural world. Educators foster children’s capacity to understand and respect 
the natural environment and the interdependence between people, plants, animals 
and the land. (p. 14) 
In relation to children as active learners, this is a general idea that is embedded within the overall 
framework. However, children are described as active in relation to their own learning, not as 
active citizens. In this sense, children are seen as ‘becoming’ adults with responsibilities into the 
future, rather than as having citizenship and participation rights in the present. In summary, the 
EYLF offers just a taste of early childhood education for sustainability. 
What is exciting for ECEfS is the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority’s 2011 
National Quality Framework and its Guide to the National Quality Standard (which is underpinned 
by national law and regulations). The National Quality Standard sets a new national benchmark for 
the quality of education and care services. There are seven quality areas:  
• Educational program and practice  
• Children’s health and safety  
• Physical environment  
• Staffing arrangements  
• Relationships with children  
• Collaborative partnerships with families and communities  
• Leadership and service management  
 
Quality Area 3 explicitly refers to sustainability through a focus on the physical environment, 
ensuring that it is safe, suitable and provides a rich and diverse range of experiences that promote 
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children’s learning and development.  The standard asks that “the service takes an active role in 
caring for its environment and contributes to a sustainable future” (p. 83). Within this standard, 
there are two elements: 
• Element 3.3.1 Sustainable practices are embedded in service operations  
• Element 3.3.2 Children are supported to become environmentally responsible and show 
respect for the environment 
Anecdotally, I am aware that there is considerable interest from teachers who now must apply 
these standards and who are seeking professional learning for this task. This is opening up new 
opportunities for ECEfS in Queensland and Australia. 
Inservice education in ECEfS in Queensland 
Thus, the situation for early childhood education for sustainability in Queensland has never being 
better. The Queensland Early Childhood Sustainability Network (QECSN) is going strongly, with 
new members and new opportunities for engagement continuing to strengthen.  
Another area of support and emerging leadership for early childhood education for sustainability is 
through the C&K organisation. This association supports over 400 kindergarten communities in 
Queensland. In 2010, they appointed a sustainability officer to oversee the embedding of 
sustainability and education for sustainability into its programs and practices. C&K also recently 
updated their curriculum, Building Waterfalls, so that it is stronger in education for sustainability 
and children’s participation. In May 2012, C&K held their state conference and presented their first 
sustainability awards. These were: a Child-Initiated Sustainability Award (for a child or group of 
children who demonstrated significant interest and understanding of sustainability issues); an 
Excellence Award for an Early Childhood Service that demonstrated a high level of sustainability 
practice; an Innovative Practice Award that recognised eco-efficiency and influencing behavioral 
change; and a Supporting Green Business Award, for a community business or person from 
outside a C&K service who worked with a service to achieve their sustainability goals.  
Another area of leadership for C&K is rethinking its outdoor playspaces. As an organisation, they 
are refocusing attention on natural playspaces for children, and re-emphasising children’s right to 
play outdoors in rich and diverse natural environments. C&K is marking out its niche as a quality 
provider of early education services with an environmental and sustainability focus for 
Queensland’s young children. Such activity has the potential to raise the bar for other early 
childhood services in Queensland and Australia and to support systemic change for sustainability 
in early childhood education. 
Preservice teacher education 
Another key area of change in Queensland and Australia in relation to education for sustainability 
is preservice teacher education, including early childhood teacher education.  Teacher education is 
responsible for creating the next generation of teachers; however, as with early childhood 
education, teacher education has lagged behind other education sectors in embedding 
sustainability concepts and practice. This, too, is changing. For example, I am currently involved in 
a nationally-funded project involving all eight Queensland universities aimed at embedding 
education for sustainability into preservice teacher education programs. The key outcome of the 
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project is the design/ redesign of courses with a stronger education for sustainability focus. One of 
the aims, too, is to widen participation of academics and disciple areas that focus on education for 
sustainability. Thus, in addition to the usual interest from science and geography specialists, we 
now have involvement of Arts, literacy and technology educators. Innovative subjects, new kinds of 
assessment, and stronger links between community and university are being developed. This 
project also aims to create a national network of teacher educators with a focus on sustainability.  
 
• Lone Pine Project 
One teacher education initiative that has just commenced at QUT is a project between the School 
of Early Childhood, the School of Design (architects, landscape designers and industrial designers) 
and Lone Pine Koala Sanctuary. In this project, early childhood student teachers are consultants to 
School of Design students who are designing a childcare centre for the koala sanctuary. While the 
project, at this stage, is hypothetical, Lone Pine does have a vision for a world class early learning 
centre that is child-friendly, animal -friendly and has low environmental impact. The bringing 
together of early childhood education and design students with a real-life site has great potential 
for extending the learning and skills of all involved, and offers a new way of doing teacher 
education. 
 
What next? 
As I have illustrated, early childhood education for sustainability in Queensland and Australia is at 
an exciting point.  Years of advocacy by a small band of committed individuals, and the activities of 
collaborative networks in bringing together like-minded people are beginning to pay off. We are at 
a place where policy is finally catching up with the values of the community, and is now helping to 
scale-up the reform process.  
However, all of us need to keep doing what we are doing, and more. The issues facing humanity 
and the planet are just too big to be left to the work of a few. Nothing short of a worldwide effort in 
every sector of society is necessary if we are to avert the worst. We must continue to build and 
extend our networks for learning about and enhancing education for sustainability. We need to 
lobby for change within our workplaces, professional associations, and teacher education 
institutions.  
Additionally, we need more research to reveal what we do, and why, to inform quality practice and 
to expose current practice to critique so that better curriculum and pedagogies emerge. Hence, we 
need to build researchers and research capacity in early childhood education for sustainability and 
to publish our findings. This is particularly important as there is such as low base of research in 
ECEfS. In 2009, I published a paper that reported on 12 years of journal papers in early childhood 
education and education for sustainability. Fewer than 5 percent were about early childhood 
education for sustainability, and most were about children in nature; virtually none were about 
children as active citizens for sustainability. Fortunately, this dearth of research is turning as, in 
2010, there was a whole edition of the International Journal of Early Childhood devoted to early 
childhood education for sustainability.  Overall, I have seen a consistent rise in the number of 
research papers about early childhood education for sustainability in peer-reviewed journals in 
Australia and internationally in the past five years. Further, the North American Association for 
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Environmental Education (NAAEE) has just announced plans for a new journal for 2013 to be 
called the International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education. This is a big step 
forward. 
In tandem with research, we also need to build research capacity by encouraging Masters and 
doctoral students, our next generation of ECEfS researchers. In my own Faculty, for instance, I 
have a doctoral student whose study was the critical examination of her own teaching practice as 
she sought to strengthen the ‘project approach’ that has framed her curriculum for the past 20 
years, with education for sustainability principles, particularly the active engagement of the children 
in her class. In this study, the children in her program actively engaged with environmental and 
sustainability concepts and initiated changes within the kindergarten such as introducing water 
conservation strategies, preparing a book to inform their parents about water conservation, and 
preparing and distributing posters about recycling to the local shopping centre.  Currently, I have 
another two Masters of Research students who are investigating sustainability in their work as 
teachers who prepare early childhood staff with Diploma level qualifications. 
One of the broad values of research is that it opens doors to international experiences in ECEfS. In 
2010 and 2011, I had the privilege of working with international colleagues in the Transnational 
Dialogues in Research in Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. This provided opportunities 
to share ideas and perspectives with colleagues from Norway, Sweden, New Zealand, Korea, 
Japan and Singapore. An outcome of these meetings is the planned publication of a book of 
research papers – the first in the world – to present theories, perspectives, practices and 
challenges in early childhood education for sustainability. The field is truly now on the international 
stage and pushing the boundaries of both early childhood education and education for 
sustainability. 
Conclusion 
As discussed at the beginning of this paper, the underpinning framework of my approach to early 
childhood education for sustainability is children as active citizens; this is vital if humanity is to 
avert the foreshadowed crises of sustainability. Young children deserve rich, diverse opportunities 
to play in, engage with, and understand nature and natural processes. They also deserve to be 
engaged in decision-making and action-taking in their kindergartens, homes and communities on 
topics pivotal to their wellbeing in the present and in the future. As educators with an interest in the 
welfare of young children, we are in a position to lay strong foundation for sustainable living. To do 
this, we need to rethink what children are capable of, and rethink our pedagogies so that children 
have plenty of opportunities to collaborate and take action. As teachers, we need to work together 
to share ideas and resources, to network and advocate for education for sustainability in our daily 
practices, our organisations and institutions. Together, we can all make a different for ourselves, 
our future, for young children. and for the Earth. 
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